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In this richly-theorized book, Sarita Echavez See 
examines the presence and construction of Filipino 
“primitiveness” in the collections of American educational 
and cultural institutions. Using Karl Marx’s idea of “primitive 
accumulation,” the early stage of amassing capital made 
possible by the violent dispossession of other people 
(through land grabbing, enclosures, and added means) that 
forced them to sell their labor for wages in order to live, the 
author conceptualizes the taking of the Filipino as 
“primitive”—backward, uncivilized, savage, ignorant, and 
crude—and as key to how Americans produced knowledge 
both about themselves and the Filipinos. We need to 
understand the imperial museums’ collections constituting 
“the imperial archive as a mode of accumulating a special 
kind of capital.” This capital depends on the idea of “the 
racial primitive.”3 Capitalism’s need for external and internal 
others to resolve problems respectively internal and external 
to itself is embodied by the Filipino primitive. These “others” 
(human beings as well as artifacts) are necessary for capital’s  
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continual growth, but are simultaneously made invisible and 
forgotten. The primitive are designated as “foreign in a 
domestic space” for being alien people and objects brought 
under control in the United States and, afterwards, rendered 
“domestic in a foreign sense.” Even though subsequently 
included in the American body-politic as supposedly full-
fledged citizens, they form the subaltern class alienated 
within the nation, and sustain its material and symbolic 
economy together with the diverse racial and ethnic peoples 
dominated by white Americans. 
See begins with the case study of the natural history 
museum, anthropology museum, herbarium, and archives of 
the University of Michigan. Gathered in these institutions 
are the flora, fauna, material culture, and documents 
collected by three prominent alumni: explorer Joseph Beale 
Steere, zoologist (and later on Philippine colonial 
administrator) Dean Worcester, and anthropologist Carl 
Guthe. The author reflects upon how the anthropological 
and biological specimens were assembled through both 
actual and symbolic violence against the people from which 
they were taken. They themselves now compose the archive 
for producing knowledge not only of the colony but, also 
reflexively, of the archive, library, museum, and university. 
Steere’s collection became crucial for the establishment of 
the university’s first natural history museum, which was also 
a first for an American public university. The Worcester 
collection is now notorious for the ways it justified 




colonialism by depicting the Philippines as a backward 
country achieving progress under US tutelage. Particularly 
appalling is Guthe’s collection that obtained skeletons from 
Philippine natives by disregarding local spiritual practices 
and blaming them and their environment for the unsettled 
nature of the materials on site. Indeed, the “archaeological 
fieldwork itself . . . might be an act of looting.”4 
See pays close attention to the museum effect or how the 
objects are transformed first by decontextualization and 
then domestication in the American museum as objects of 
particular visual interest serving an educational purpose. 
David Harvey’s succinct formulation “accumulation by 
dispossession” is matched by See’s term of “dispossession 
by accumulation” observable in the “dispossession of the 
colonized subject, who then becomes an enclosed, ocular 
object of display” amassed in the university enjoying its 
“freedom of movement.”5 The foreign objects, belonging to 
Filipinos, delivered to and disciplined in the American 
museum are displayed as evidence of their primitivity, whose 
taming is reflected in the further taming of children visitors 
who view the museum offerings as part of their civilized 
education. 
Employing material and visual cultural analysis, the 
author evaluates the sizable Filipiniana gleaned by Governor- 
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General Frank Murphy during his stay in the country. The 
assemblage is housed in their family home and museum in 
Michigan, the tropicana making a strange presence in the 
American Midwest. Colonial official Murphy and his sister 
appear as universal figures donning particular native 
costumes of the Filipino barong and terno. One particular 
piece, National Artist Fernando Amorsolo’s portrait of 
Murphy wearing less formal clothes and standing 
contemplatively, expresses a benevolent attitude that more 
powerfully conquers Filipino hearts and minds. More 
informatively, the author closely reads the letters written and 
sent by Filipinos to the Murphys as demonstrating the more 
personal aspects of colonial relations. In showing how 
literate Filipino citizens were simultaneously praising the 
Americans, belittling themselves, thanking the officials, and 
supplicating for favors, the author more powerfully ties the 
affective to the accumulative. “Progressivist imperialism,” or 
colonization for improvement, is definitely founded upon a 
civilizing mission adequately responded to by Filipino 
indebtedness which is actually, as See reads it, a weapon of 
the weak: “Filipino flattery rather is an attempt to open up 
the possibility of demand . . . .”6  
Such affective/political ties are further discussed in the 
book’s third chapter “Lessons from the Illiterate: Carlos 
Bulosan and the Staged Wages of Romance,” which focuses 
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on Carlos Bulosan’s short story (which was later adapted 
into theatre) “The Romance of Magno Rubio.” The 
unschooled protagonist ironically pierces through the façade 
of formal education, pointing out how gaining it manipulates 
other people and how its touted success in colonial 
administrations results only in assimilation (and so, erasure 
of identity and rootlessness) and intense class divide. The 
author develops a profoundly provocative interpretation in 
seeing Magno’s illiteracy, which causes his naïveté and even 
stupidity (for this reason, “primitiveness”), as producing a 
literalist or too literal reading of his conditions: Magno 
works in the fields to pick peas to earn money so that he can 
buy the letter “p” for his contracted work with someone 
writing love letters for him. This provides a unique response 
to how capitalism works: where meanings and processes are 
reduced to things and commodities, one reverses the 
process by going back to the rough grounds of things (fruits, 
the soil) themselves. The character, the human being that 
is Magno, realizes his exploitation—“Then he understood 
everything”—without others (including us, the readers and 
viewers) realizing it or with them denying the realization to 
him. See watchfully attends to the differing interpretations, 
either allegorical or realist, that different theatrical 
adaptations have employed. They generally fail to stage the 
Filipino political satire that makes of Magno’s story a lesson 
in the immiscibility of cosmopolitanism in America, on one 
side, and traditional Philippine life, on another. The author 




draws on the rich cultural resource of sikolohiyang Pilipino 
(indigenous Filipino psychology), exemplified in the 
concepts utang na loob (“inner debt”) and kapwa (an 
egalitarian form of fellowship based on empathy wherein 
one’s self is considered part of another) that exceed the logic 
of capital accumulation and direct us toward an alternative 
form of community and nation-building. 
From analyzing the accumulation of the Filipino as 
primitive, See turns her attention to the politics of 
representation: what is to be done with what has been 
hoarded right at the metropole. She sees the artworks of 
Filipina-American artist Stephanie Syjuco as an exemplary 
type of plagiarism, an instance of the empire striking back. 
Syjuco’s installation art titled RAIDERS makes public the 
museum’s covetous procedures and highlights the materials 
and labor that made it and its corpuses possible. According 
to the author, Syjuco’s fake ceramics affirm and deny Walter 
Benjamin’s concept of the “aura” (which people understand 
as “magic,” “force,” or “glow”) by showing its reproducible 
nature (no original or unique object, therefore), projecting 
beauty from a distance, and prohibiting touch at the same 
time, thereby drawing attention to the spatial distance that 
creates the aura. The “auratic” in art is in fact racialized and 
it is this character which the artist exposes by displaying 
illusionism to bring attention to how it fails. Through the 
utilization of the handmade and the imploring of a second 
look, Syjuco stages the surface and imperfections of objects 




in her different projects and, thus, lays bare the material 
process of production that is occluded in the finished 
product. This process reveals the twin activities of 
accumulation and exploitation (dispossession, oppression, 
undervaluation of labor, etc.). 
Furthermore, See reads the artist’s video installation Body 
Double with its cutting, cropping, and muting of scenes as 
manifesting the Philippines’ history of displacement. 
Through its uncanny editing of scenes shot in the 
Philippines as stand-ins (hence, “body double”) for other 
Asian countries (testament to its mimetic character), the 
video ironically underscores Filipino imitativeness as “the 
sign of and for history, especially the staging of war.”7 The 
similarities of the Philippine-American War, the Vietnam 
War, and erstwhile Asian struggles for liberation are 
remarkable. 
See closely links the illiterate colonial migrant to the 
current financially illiterate black Americans victimized and 
blamed in the 2008 iteration of the crisis of accumulation: the 
subprime mortgage loans disaster. However, some 
discussions in the book seem to be out of place for they do 
not strictly deal with the racial primitive, such as the platform 
economy and microcommerce of digitally-driven late 
capitalism dominated by women excluded from formal work. 
In addition, there are more phenomenological, behavioral, 
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and ethical concepts in indigenous Filipino psychology 
awaiting considerations. 
Ginhawa (comfort), budhi (inner self, conscience), diwa 
(spirit, substance), hiya (modesty, shame), pakikitungo (dealing 
or engagement), pakikisama (fellow feeling), pakikisalamuha 
(interaction, socializing), pakikiramdam (sensing the others’ 
feelings), pakikipagkapwa (fellowship, communion), 
pakikipagpalagayang-loob (having the same inner feelings, 
mutual trust), pagpapakatao (trying to become human or 
humane), pagpapakumbaba (humbling one’s self), and many 
more are vital praxes (which are only roughly translated by 
this reviewer) that disobey but may also support the workings 
of capital accumulation. Understanding these concepts will 
prevent us from constructing simple binary oppositions that 
essentialize cultural practices. 
Nevertheless, the book makes an important contribution 
by racializing and gendering Marxist studies of labor, capital, 
class, and nation. It connects the author’s work to the 
growing body of Filipino-American examinations of the 
colonial afterlife. Methodologically, See’s tracing and turning 
of things—artwork, artifacts, archive—upside down 
cogently moves us away from the preoccupations with 
Orientalist fallacies that have enfeebled postcolonial studies 
through the years (Edward Said is notably absent in her 
bibliography). Numerous analyses have already been made 
about how empires have falsely represented the colonized. 
The point is to investigate what those representations want 




and do, how they have endured in the field of cultural 
production, how they continue to primitivize the other, and 
how they still command admiration and even provide 
enjoyment. This impulse to gather and collect the Other in 
order to know and enrich oneself in The Filipino Primitive 
teaches us that the colonial accrual of objects and specimens 
can only be achieved through violent means. What we all 
possess are ill-gotten wealth, as Benjamin said, “there is no 
document of civilization which is not at the same time a 
document of barbarism.” Most importantly, Sarita Echavez 
See shows how creative acts of responding to continuing 
imperial violence are generative of redemptive kinds of 
knowledge that may soon permit struggles—epistemological 
and otherwise—against unjustly being taken by and for the 
other. 
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